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My almost-teenage son sprinted from the truck, grabbed two cans of spray 
paint and took off running toward the row of Cadillacs.  He arrived first and 
proceeded to spray a long red stripe down the door.  Vandal?  Hardly.  My 
daughter and I gleefully added our own graffiti to yet another car; it was 
something we’d never do in real life.  Welcome to the Cadillac Ranch, an 
interactive art exhibit in Amarillo, Texas along old Route 66.  It was 1500 
miles and a world away from home in Pennsylvania.  And it all began with a 
question.

“Do you think I could take a gap year before college?”  My daughter looked the way I 
felt.  A little anxious.  A little uncertain about what would happen next.  But she was 19, 
soon to be turning twenty.  I was turning fifty.  My son was turning thirteen.  My mother 
had recently passed away unexpectedly at age 70.  A gap year. A reset. 

“Absolutely.”

At a time when we’re all called upon to press on, to decide, to move forward, and to do 
it quickly, there is relief in taking an alternate path.  Regardless of age, the idea of get-
ting where we’re going by the shortest route possible is ingrained in our culture.

In 2005, South Carolina initiated Pathways to Success, a program designed to begin 
guiding students to their desired careers as early as elementary school, with specific 
education choices engaged to meet early goals.  While individual programs are continu-
ally adjusted with the students’ interests, the ground work is in place early.  Program 
administrators point to a highly competitive work environment, advocating the need to 
start early and plan well. 

I find myself somewhere in the middle.  For the first time in a decade, longevity rates in 
the United States have dropped, according to numbers released in December 2016 by 
the National Center for Health Statistics. Not a lot, but enough to remind me that life is 
short and that I don’t want to lament all the things I didn’t do.

Like any good campaign, we decided to go big to kick-off our gap year.  Like real peo-
ple, we had a tight budget.  We wouldn’t be jetting to foreign destinations and relaxing in 
five-star resorts.  Our goal was to live local, to interact and to connect with each other, 
ourselves and people we’d never met.

So we drove to Nova Scotia’s Cape Breton Island.  In October.  After the tourist season.  
We loaded up our SUV with the basics and two therapy beagles and headed north.  



With more than 30 hours drive time, we managed to travel in the midst of a monsoon-
like rain, through construction, a flooded roadside motel where we were all soaked to 
the skin and we all smelled like wet dog.  Where we got the best pizza I’ve ever had de-
livered to our room by a smiling teenage delivery driver, in spite of the damp tip we 
pressed into his hand.

A gap year is a lot like regular life.  Some days are so perfect, you’re almost afraid to 
breathe.  And some days are so wet and cold and scary, you wonder if you’ve made the 
right choice.  You have if you don’t consider your gap year a vacation.  It’s a time to 
learn, and sometimes learning is hard.  And sometimes being quiet is hard.  And that’s 
true regardless of your age.

We get comfortable in our place in the world.  Everything is a known factor, but new cir-
cumstances bring new opportunities.  In Nova Scotia, we met Ton.  A native of Holland, 
head of a large mental health institution, he packed up his family and moved to Canada.  

He built a home, and a little cottage on the ocean.  Out front, a small sign advertises his 
new livelihood:  The Dancing Moose Cafe.  Ton’s leave of absence from work became 
permanent as he carved out a new life with his family.  “At first it was hard,” remembers 
Ton.  He shared his story while making us a traditional breakfast known as pannekoken, 
a baked pancake topped with apples sautéd in vodka.  We ate breakfast overlooking 
grounds left natural to the ocean.  “You can make your own path,” he says.  

He’s right of course.  We can make our own paths.  Experiences with different people in 
a variety of circumstances can help to guide that path.  We see, we ask questions, we 
engage.  My soon-to-be teenage son absorbs new information and challenges.  His gap 
year was full of five star experiences, but they weren’t always the same as mine.  In 
New Mexico, the owners of a ranch enlisted him in trying to track down and capture a 
wily skunk.  He also saddled mules and headed off past snakes and cattle, splashing 
through the Gila River, as he and Sherri Clive, former  Alaskan dog musher, traversed 
the grounds of the 800 acre ranch.  He’s become confident and questioning and doesn’t 
shy away from discussion.

My daughter was set on an education and career in international relations.  Our gap 
year included the US STEM Expo in Washington DC.  She met an listened to chemists 
and astronauts and doctors and scientists, and she changed.  The seminars led to con-
versations and reading and inspiration and science.  It suddenly clicked and she’s a 
sophomore in college pursuing studies in chemistry and mathematics.

But what about the gap year from 49 to 50?  It rekindled my love of adventure and ex-
ploration and writing.  For years, I had chosen (happily) to home school my son.  My 
daughter attended a cyber-school and was always part of our program as well.  Days 
were filled with lesson plans, books to read, papers to write and milestones to be met.

But my daughter was heading off to college.  My son wanted to enroll in the cyber his 
sister attended for high school.  My mother had passed away.  What was I going to do?



I had no idea how to start.  But I talked with everyone.  I went to farmers’ markets.  I 
shied away from hotels and stayed with individuals when we traveled.  I learned to train 
and handle therapy dogs and I learned to connect.

I found my one true thing.  The connection.  I seek it out on the road where I met a 
Swedish merchant marine.  I meet it at the local school where I take the dogs for thera-
py with children that can’t speak.  I find it at the local market when I offer someone a 
spot in front of me with their hand basket, and I’m awarded a smile, a thank you, and 
last week, even a chocolate!

Our ability to communicate is what connects us, what drives us to move forward.  The 
gap year afforded me time to remember what I really loved to do.  Technology and time 
afforded have allowed me to enter that space again.  And I am grateful.

While we may not all have the opportunity to travel, we can take the time to reconnect 
with who we were, or make changes to become who we want to be going forward.  It is 
a difference in your mindset, not an abandonment of who you were, more a plan of who 
you want to be.

 


